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Abstract

Quality learner support system (LSS) is one of the important components for successful completion of an educational 
programme under the open and distance learning (ODL) system. The use of Web-based technologies is encouraged to 
supplement LSS as it provides an important link between the teachers and students for knowledge and skills transfer 
and enhances interaction between teachers and learners and amongst learners themselves. This paper examined the 
types	and	extent	of	learner	support	services	used	by	learners	of	a	distance	education	programme	along	with	difficulties	
encountered by the learners in completion of the programme. Awareness about the Web-based learner support services 
and perception on the utility of the Web-based LSS were included in the paper. The paper presented the opinion of 
the learners about requisite Web-based learner support services and their willingness to pay (WTP) for such support 
system under the ODL system. The study was conducted using an online survey method. The data were collected from 
the learners of the Post Graduate Diploma in Food Safety and Quality Management (PGDFSQM) programme which is 
being	offered	by	the	School	of	Agriculture,	Indira	Gandhi	National	Open	University,	New	Delhi,	India.	The	study	revealed	
that LSS helped in successful completion of the programme under the ODL system. Further, those learners who used 
the Web-based support services were more successful in completing their studies. The study found that considerations 
for laptops and smart mobile phones should be made in the design of the Web-based support system since most of the 
learners had access to these devices. The expenditure on development of Web-based LSS could be met by charging the 
learners additional fees. The Web-based LSS, as suggested by the learners, has potential to resolve the constraints in 
completion of the programme under the ODL. 
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Introduction
 
Learner support system (LSS) plays a vital role in distance education. The regional centers and the 
study centers of the distance education institutions provide academic and administrative support 
to the learners to achieve their academic goals. According to Keegan (1980), there is no significant 
separation between teacher and learner in the teaching-learning process which differentiates 
open and distance learning (ODL) from conventional education. The learners who are pursuing 
their academic programmes through ODL systems are located in different places of the country 
and are heterogeneous in nature. Since learners do not physically interact with the teacher, they 
get support from self learning materials, occasional face-to-face counseling, and comments from 
assignments. During the process of learning, most of the learners expect motivation from the 
teachers. In the conventional system, learners get motivation from the teachers in every step of 
their learning; where as in ODL system, learners get the motivation from LSS. LSS helps facilitate 
learning throughout the learning process. The ODL system utilizes LSS so that each and every 
learner receives guidance before, during, upon, and even after completion of the course and 
support in terms of career counseling and lifelong learning. LSS is very much essential for practice-
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based programmes which include practical tests, laboratories and field work. According to Tait 
(2003) and Usun (2004) it guides the learners through the programme by providing pedagogical, 
administrative, psychological, and technological support. 

Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) provides learner support services through a three-
tier structure. At the bottom level,  study centers are established  at the conventional universities 
or institutions for the provision of academic and practical counselling. At the middle level, the 
University has established 67 regional centers at major cities of the country that coordinate 
activities of the study centers and conduct and manage the admission and examination of the 
learners. At the top level, the headquarters of the University provides and coordinates all facets 
of the learner support services. The study materials and multimedia components are prepared 
in the University headquarters and dispatched to the learners. Teleconferencing support is also 
provided to learners from the headquarters. Innovation in Web technology has great potential to 
support and supplement learner support services under ODL (Anderson, 2003). 

Web technology has great scope in strengthening the learner support services in ODL 
(Chatpakkarattana and Khlaisang, 2012) since ODL universities and institutions mostly operate 
online (admissions, study materials, academic counselling by the University teachers, submission 
and evaluation of assignments, project management, examinations, to updating and declaring 
of results, etc.). It facilitates interaction between and among the learners, their peers, and their 
teachers (Krauth & Carbajal, 2000). Another advantage in using Web technology in LSS is that 
it allows learners, teachers, and institutions to measure up to the aggressive penetration of 
digital devices and Internet in society which makes ODL learners naturally well-versed with the 
use of Web technology. Also, the learners of the professional courses under ODL do not have 
sufficient time for their studies since they are mostly employed compared to the learners  of the 
conventional universities who are full time students. Therefore, ODL institutions need to develop 
a support system which is flexible enough to cater to the needs of its learners while still upholding 
quality education and learning. 

Objectives 

The objectives of this study were:
1. to study the learner support services being used by learners of a distance education 

programme; 
2. to integrate the Web-based technologies in LSS to effectively serve the learners under 

the ODL system;
3. to find out the digital devices that the learners are using and will be using to avail of 

learner support services; 
4. to analyze essential components of Web-based LSS which can be suitable for the 

learners; and
5. to determine learners’ willingness to pay (WTP) for Web-based LSS.
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Methodology

The researchers designed and developed a structured questionnaire and had it validated by 
the experts in the field. The components of the questionnaire included demographic status, 
programme completion details, learner support services, counseling, Web-based support services, 
use of digital devices, and WTP for Web-based learner support services. The questionnaire was 
administered through Qualtrics an online survey tool to 550 learners of Post Graduate Diploma 
in Food Safety and Quality Management (PGDFSQM) programme who received learner support 
services from the study centers of IGNOU. Out of 550 learners,168 responded to the online 
questionnaire. The responses of 112 learners were analyzed. Microsoft Excel was used for analysis.

Results and Discussion

Socio-economic Profile of the Learners

Data on socio economic profile of the learners is given in Table 1. Most of the learners (about 46%) 
enrolled in PGDFSQM were between 26-30 years of age. Learners of this age, in general, searched 
for employment and chose this programme with a perception that it will help them get the job. 
The programme was also quite popular among the learners above 30 years of age . They chose 
this programme to help them in career promotion as 96% of the learners from this age group were 
employed. The programme was popular among both genders (male and female). The maximum 
enrolment was from general category learners (about 56%) followed by other backward caste, 
schedule caste, and schedule tribes. The programme was popular to both young and old learners. 
About 51% learners who enrolled in this programme were taking their masters degree and about 
35% learners were taking the graduate degree. There were a few learners (4.59%) with a research 
degree (Ph.D./M.Phill). This programme is basically for science discipline learners and, but there 
were a few learners who had their Master degree in the management discipline. 
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Table 1: Socio-economic profile of learners
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The majority of the learners (88%) were employed, which exhibited the importance of the 
programme in career building and continuing education. The average work experience of learners 
was found to be 7.07 years. About 37% learners had work experience between 3-5 years and 23% 
learners had work experience up to 2 years. About 24% learners had work experience of more 
than 10 years. This indicated that learners enrolled in this programme were professional adults. 
The average salary of the learners was INR 25508.00 which was quite a good salary at the time 
of enrollment in the programme. The majority of the learners (72%) were earning less than INR 
25000, followed by 18% learners in between INR 25000-50000. 

Completion Status of the PGDFSQM Programme

The programme was successfully completed by 40% male learners and 27% female learners at 
the time of survey.  The male learners secured 72.13% marks and female learners secured 70.24% 
marks. About 57% male and 68% female learners were continuing the programme towards 
successful completion. The level of dropouts was at 3% in the case of male learners and 5% in the 
case of female learners. The dropout learners reported that change of work place, exceeding 
the maximum period of programme, inability to attend the classes, and pressure from the job 
were some of the major reasons for non completion of the programme (Table 2). Pierrakeas and 
colleagues (2004) reported that the major reason for dropout includes the learners’ erroneous 
evaluation  of the amount of time available due to professional workload and the actual amount 
of time needed for completion of the programme of the study.

Table 2: Programme Completion Status
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Learner Support Services at Study Centers: Types and Extent of Use

In IGNOU, the learner support services were provided through a three-tier structure and the 
regional and study centers played a major role. The university set up the regional centers in 
major cities of the country to provide administrative support for admission in the programmes, 
organization and coordination of academic counselling of the learners, and conduct of the 
examination. They served as an important link between the University and the study centers. 
Facilities for the provision of support services such as academic and practical counselling called 
study centers were established at the conventional universities or institutions. The important 
support services provided at the Study Centers is given in Table 5.    

The study revealed that about 58% of the learners used the learner support services provided at 
the study centers. However, some learners made use of the University Website to access basic 
information and support. About 23% of learners used support services both at study centers and 
online (University Website). About 8% of the learners revealed that they used only University 
Website for support services, which means they did not attend counseling sessions at study 
centers (Table 3). 

Table 3: Nature of support services used by the learners of PGDFSQM programmes

Table 4: Role of learner support services in successful completion of the programme
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The information on the role of learner support services on learner performance is presented 
in Table 4. It can be concluded that the learners who used the support services were more 
successful in completing their programme. Among the successful learners, 72.97% of the learners 
(64.86% of the learners at study centers and 8.11% of the learners at Web-based platform) used 
the learners support services. Whereas in case of learners who did not complete the programme, 
learner support services were used by only 62.69% of the learners (53.73% of the learners at study 
centers and 8.96% of the learners at Web-based platform). This confirmed that learners support 
services played an important role in successful completion of the studies of the learners. The data 
presented in Table 4 further indicated that learners who used the Web-based learners support 
services along with support services at study centers were more successful in their studies. 
About 32.43% successful learners used a combination of the support services at study centers and 
University Website. 

Components Available at the Study Centers and Trend of their Uses by Learners

The data in Table 5 presented the types of support services used by the learners and their usefulness 
and effectiveness. Submission of assignments and availability of the study material was the most 
used learner support service (82% of the learners) followed by interaction with study peers (66.67% 
of the learners), feedback on assignments (54.35% of the learners), pre-admission support (52.94% 
of the learners), and audio-video programmes (50% of the learners). Face-to-face counselling at 
study centers was attended by 45% of the learners which was the core of the support services at 
study centers. Teleconferencing and interactive radio counseling were used by 36.17% and 21.28% 
of the learners, respectively. About 86% of the learners expressed that they regularly used the 
assignment submission service at study centers. This service was extremely useful (44.44% of 
the learners) and delivered very ‘good’ to ‘extremely good’ (67% of the learners).  About 68% of 
the learners regularly used the services of availability of study material in study centers. It was 
“extremely useful” to 44.74% of the learners and “very useful” to 50% of the learners. This service 
was delivered ‘extremely good’ to 31% of the learners and was ‘very good’ to 38% of the learners. 

For overall learner support services at study center, 75% of the learners expressed that they 
used support services at the study centers. About 50% of the learners used support services 
regularly and 46% of the learners used services occasionally. In overall, services at study centers 
were ‘extremely useful’ to 33% of the learners and ‘very useful’ to 54% of the learners. Regarding 
effectiveness of support services delivered at the study center, 29% of the learners expressed 
that delivery of services was ‘extremely good’ whereas 33% of the learners expressed ‘very good’ 
delivery of support services. 

Face-to-face counselling was one of the most important support service components provided at 
the study center. The main purpose of face-to-face counselling session was to clarify and explain 
the subject contents to the learners. This facilitated and motivated the learner to complete the 
programme of study. About 71.67% of the learners attended the face-to-face counselling sessions. 
About 33% of the learners informed that they attended all face-to-face counseling sessions. About 
18.52% of the learners attended up to 5 sessions and 11-20 sessions (Table 6).  In these sessions, 
subject related contents were covered substantially (57.50% of the learners) and adequately 
(42.50% of the learners).  The learners reported that general information related to courses was 
covered substantially (44.44% of the learners) and adequately (52.78% of the learners). About 50% 
and 38.24% of the learners reported that administrative and motivational aspects were adequately 
covered, respectively (Table 7).
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Awareness About the Web-based LSS and Learners’ Perception 
on the Utility of the Web-based LSS

In the PGDFSQM programme, Web-based learner support platform called ‘e-Gyankosh’ was 
available from 2009 to 2013 in addition to the learner support at the study centers.  A learner was 
required to register on Web-based platform freely and voluntarily. The major services provided 
through this platform included online admission facilities, induction meeting and theory counseling 
through Web conferencing, submission of assignments, discussion forum, etc. This study included 
only those learners who did not register on the online platform. 

Table 6: Information about face-to-face counseling at study center

Table 7: Types of contents were covered in face-to-face counseling sessions of PGDFSQM 
(in percentage)

The data with respect to awareness about the Web-based LSS is presented in Table 8. About 57% 
of the learners of PGDFSQM were aware that a Web-based learner support services was available 
under this programme. Out of aware learners, 56.67% of the learners revealed that they used the 
Web-based learner support services. Data were also gathered on learners’ perception about the 
utility of the Web-based support services. About 89.80% of the learners expressed that Web-based 
learner support services was helpful in timely and successful completion of the programme. The 
online learning material was helpful in programme of study was expressed by the 94% of the 
learners (Table 9).
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Table 8: Awareness about Web-based learners support services

Table 9: Learners’ perception of the utility of the Web-based LSS 

Various attributes of the online study material which contributed to the completion of the program 
were included in the study are presented in Table 10.  About 55% of the learners strongly agreed that 
24/7 availability of online study material was helpful in successful completion of the programme.   
More than 90% of the learners agreed to strongly agreed that flexibility in online study material 
and suitability of online content to new generation learners are helpful to complete their studies. 
About 50% of the learners agreed that online study material provides easy navigation in content 
that help them to complete the study. About 86% of the learners agreed to strongly agreed that 
easy updating of online content helped them complete the programme (Table 10). 

Table 10: Role of online study material in completion of the programme (in percentage) 
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Information about the Digital Devices

Most of the learners expressed that Web-based support system can facilitate successful completion 
of distance education programme. It was important to study the readiness of the learners about 
the Web-based support system. Koroghlanian and Brinkerhoff (2008) also suggested considering 
the knowledge and skills about computers possessed by the learners in designing of Web-
based support system. Types of digital devices, availability of internet connection and its speed, 
comfortability and digital device preferences of the learners were important considerations in 
designing Web-based support system.  The information on availability, usability, and preferences 
of digital devices are presented in Table 11. 

Table 11: Availability, usability and preferences of digital devices (in%) 
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Most of the learners (89.19%) had smart mobile phones followed by laptop (83.75% of the learners) 
and desktop computer (65.71% of the learners). About 49% of the learners had simple mobile 
phones and 22% of the learners had iPad/Tablet. All learners who had smart mobile phones had 
access to the internet. About 75.71% of the learners who had a laptop and 71.43% of the learners 
who had desktop computers had access to the internet. Good speed of the internet was reported 
on desktop computers (71% of the learners), followed by laptop (64% of the learners), and smart 
mobile phone (61.40% of the learners). Very good speed of internet was reported on laptop (26% 
of the learners), iPad (25% of the learners), desktop computer and smart mobile phone (19% of 
the learners each). More than 90% of the learners expressed that they were ‘very comfortable’ to 
‘comfortable’ in using the desktop and laptop devices. 

About 86% of the learners expressed comfortability in using smart mobile phone. About 86% of the 
learners having smart phone were using smart phone frequently, followed by laptop (76% of the 
learners) and desktop computer (72% of the learners). The laptop was very strongly preferred by 
the 72% of the learners, followed by smart mobile phone (56% of the learners), desktop computers 
(52% of the learners). This showed that Web-based LSS should be designed keeping in view the 
features of laptops and smart mobile phones as most learners preferred them. Most learners had 
these digital devices and they frequently used them. 

Opinions of the Learners about Requisite Components of Web-based LSS 

From the preceding discussion, it can be concluded that Web-based LSS may be provided 
to the learners to facilitate successful completion of the programme of study. The responses 
of 43 learners on the facilities that should be made available in the Web-based LSS have been 
summarized in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Requisite components for Web-based support system
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Willingness to Pay (WTP) for Web-based LSS

Learner support services were mainly provided through the regional centers and study centers. 
Some of the services provided by them can be effectively performed by the Web-based learner 
support services. About 90% of the learners revealed that support services using Web technology 
will be helpful in timely and successful completion of the programme of study. A question was 
asked to the learners, are you willing to pay additional fee for such Web-based LSS, and if answer is  
‘yes’, how much additional amount you are willing to pay. About 49% of the learners agreed to pay 
the additional fee for Web-based LSS. The learners expressed WTP on an average additional of an 
amount of about 29.32% for Web-based support system.  Most of the learners (32.5%)  expressed 
WTP up to 10%. Additional fee between 11-20% was expressed by 30% of the learners (Table 12) 
(Jain, Mythili & Salooja, 2018).

Table 12: Willing to pay (WTP) for a Web-based LSS 
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Conclusions

Learner support services were important for the learners who were pursuing academic 
programmes under the ODL system. The learners who were guided by the support services 
were more successful in completing the programme of study. With the growth of technology 
in the education field, most of the ODL institutions incorporated Web-based support services to 
their operations. The learners who utilized Web-based support services were more successful in 
completing their studies. The ODL institutions need to develop an integrated model of learner 
support services using both conventional study center approach and Web-based technologies. 
Web-based technologies may be used for pre-admission support, assignment submission, 
online study material, and virtual counseling which were the most required support services 
for the learners. The majority of the learners agreed that Web-based support services were 
helpful in completing the programme as most of the learners have mobile phone and laptop 
which helped them access online study materials. Also most of the learners prefer these digital 
devices for the Web-based support services. Therefore, ODL institutions should consider these 
devices in designing Web-based learners support services. The Web-based LSS should include 
the services like online project management tool, virtual classes, online study materials including 
e-content, digital repository of audio-video programme such as podcasting to supplement the 
study materials, online examination, 24/7 learners query management system, SMS and email 
alerts, smart phone compatible apps, online interaction among learners and teachers, and 
online updating and declaration of result. As the learners expressed WTP for Web-based support 
system, the ODL institutions should implement Web-based learner support services in each of the 
academic programmes.
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